INTRODUCTION
Hellenistic and Roman acrostich inscriptions are usually full of verbal and visual clues which point the reader in the direction of the 'hidden message' contained in the vertical lines of the text. 1 The authors of such inscriptions want their audiences to appreciate the skill that has gone into their composition. There are several, complementary ways in which the presence of an acrostich might be signalled to the reader or viewer and their attention directed towards it. These include direct verbal statements, or more subtle allusions, within the text of the inscription. But even without having read its text, the viewer of an inscription containing a 'hidden message' is often immediately aware that some kind of word-play is at work. Acrostichs, palindromes and various kinds of word square are all graphically striking, or their appearance may be enhanced to make them more so. Regular spacing, the repetition of the acrostich in a separate column, and the use of painted or incised grids, are all ways in which the layout of the text on the stone can invite the viewer to play a word game. In some cases, as I will argue in this paper, acrostich makers envisaged-even intended-the participants in this game to include the illiterate as well as the literate.
In the following discussion, I shall principally be concerned with the so-called 'Stele of Moschion', a stone slab with inscribed text in Demotic Egyptian and Greek, presented in the form of word squares, acrostichs and 'unformatted' text. I will introduce a number of other examples of acrostich inscriptions in Greek and Latin from Egypt, Libya and process of composition have been discussed elsewhere. 2 Their dominant theme is the word puzzle itself and the process of composing and recognising it. My emphasis here will instead be on the sensory aspects of experiencing and appreciating an inscription of this sort.
Although a number of the inscriptions considered here appeal very directly to an educated readership-one which the author considers himself or aspires to be on a par with-in-text references and their physical format hint also that other ways of experiencing them were anticipated and intended by their makers. These inscriptions were made to be viewed, spoken, heard and even touched as well as read, an experience undeniably enhanced by, but not necessarily dependent upon, literacy.
Audiences, I will argue, were intended to engage with these inscriptions and their acrostichs on all of these different levels. In-text references would have been accessible to the literate, but also to those who had literate companions who might 'perform' the riddle by reading it aloud and explaining the text. In many acrostich inscriptions-including the Greek epitaph of Sōphytos from Kandahar (Afghanistan) and several examples from Egypt and Libya-the viewer of the text as object or objet d'art is as important an intended audience as the reader.
MOSCHION
The bilingual Greek-Demotic stele of Moschion illustrates well the diverse audiences to which inscriptions containing word play were designed to speak. Even a literate person faced with this inscription would most likely have been able to read only one language and be reduced to viewing the other, while still recognising that similar techniques of composition had been used. The Stele of Moschion (sometimes known as his 'Magical Stele', Appendix 1) was originally set up at Sakha/Xois in the north-central Nile delta. It is to be dated most probably to the late second to early third century CE, although a late Ptolemaic or early Roman date has been proposed on the basis of the Demotic hand. 3 Its fragments are now housed in two separate collections: the lunette (30.5 x 91.5 cm) in Cairo, and the surviving portion of the main body (81 x 86 x 25 cm) in Berlin (JdE 63160 + Berl.
2135). Its dimensions were originally in the region of 122 x 91.5 cm. It is frustrating that
Moschion does not give a patronymic, otherwise we might be able to identify himevidently a man of sufficient means to commission the inscription-in the papyri. hierarchy from top to bottom. They are essentially complementary: the directions of the two scripts (Demotic R-L, Greek L-R) mean that both are read from the middle of the stone towards the outer edge, and thus neither may be assumed to hold priority in the view of the author or reader.
The stele also adopts and speaks as different personae: Moschion himself, Osiris graciously accepting the offering, and the stele describing Moschion's composition. All three voices make frequent and detailed reference to viewing and reading the texts, recognising hidden messages, and uttering and listening to speech. Tactile elements are also present: the person who interacts with the stone is imagined tracing lines with their hand.
The image is also, in some sense, of the stele as a closed door, against which the person who does not know the trick to opening it knocks in vain.
Moschion, of course, puts emphasis on his skill and hard work in putting together the texts and images, and the monumentality of the finished piece (A 1: µνήµη 'monument'; A 2: στήλη 'stele'). The persona of the Stele speaks of it as 'elaborate' (B 2: περίεργος), 'not straightforward' (B 3: κοὐχ ἁπλῆν), something which Moschion has not only built up through hard work (B 7: οὐ παχεῖ λόγωι πλάσας τι-like bricks in a wall?; B 8:
καταπονήσας 'labouring over'), but trained himself to do (B 7: γυµνάσας δ' ἑαυτὸν-note the gymnasial reference) 'cunningly' (B 10: πανούργως).
The result is 'well-ordered' (B 3: εὔθετον), in contrast to the intricacies concealed within it. Disorder is channeled and controlled. The pieces which have been skilfully put together have a pleasing aspect, and the instructions on finding the hidden message also use visual cues and imagine the investigator's eye moving across the inscription. Linearity is key, as is visibility: the alignment of the letters on the stone is reinforced with an incised grid.
The word-square is referred to in the Demotic as a 'gaming board' (G 1, G 3, G 8, G 12: Hbay) . In the Greek, the term used is πλινθίς 'square' or 'block', to be rendered in this case as 'chequer-board' (A 4, F 1, F 3). Within the board are many squares or compartments (G 6: itn.w; I 1: πολύχωρος 'divided into many squares'). The order (F 10: τάξις) created by the horizontal and vertical lines (A 4: σελίς; B 7: κανόνων; F 32: στοιχηδὸν 'in a row') which run across (F 10: διατρέχουσαν) the stele is compared, in texts F and G, to irrigation channels flowing across rows of fruit-trees in an orchard from a central spring (F 6), just as the message 'flows' outwards in different directions from its beginning in the central letter (F 1: µέσην µέσης τῆς πλινθίδος τὴν χειραγωγὸν ἀρχὴν 'taking your start in the middle of the middle of the chequerboard'), towards the edges of the square. Moschion is the labourer in the field (G 4: nti nA-nxt.f n bAk 'skilled in work'; F 3: τῶν ἐµῶν πόνων; F 4: πολυπόνου), creating the channels and directing the water along them. The acrostich in both scripts is repeated in a column before the beginning of the text.
In the lunette, the acrostich is described as a παραστιχίς, literally 'written at the side' (B 9).
Like the word square, the text itself makes play on linearity (I 3: στοιχεῖά 'lines'; I 6: στίχων lines; I 9: ὀρθὸν 'straight'), but the reader/viewer is also invited to count up the letters and the lines: equal in number to the Muses (I 6: ἰσαρίθµων Πιερίσιν-i.e. nine), or in the Demotic mty.w n ipy.t 'correct in number' (H 15), followed by an unfortunate lacuna.
Those who wish to find out (B 9: τοῖς µαθεῖν θέλουσιν; G 2: tgtg m-sA=f 'strive after it') the 'hidden' messages are given copious-perhaps excessive-guidance, both in the layout of the texts themselves, and in Moschion's and the Stele's instructions. The puzzle is presented as a piece of trickery-F 7: πανουργία. The texts flatter the clever person who understands, 4 and denigrates the ignorant person who is confused and does not. πινυτόφρονος 'of wise/understanding mind' (C 1); τῶι µηθὲν ἀγνοοῦντι 'he who is no fool' (F 9); εὑρὼν 'finding'; gm 'find' (F10; G 10); νοῦς 'mind' (I 7, I 9); swn 'knowledge' (J 6);
The impressive appearance of the stele-its layout, grid pattern, variety of script and text unit-speaks for itself, but the texts too contain references to the stone and its texts being viewed, and information being concealed and revealed. Osiris looks gladly and benevolently on the inscription and its maker: the first two lines of Greek texts C and K, Osiris' direct speech, begin with the first person present δέρκοµαι 'I gaze' (C 1-2), and
Osiris states that Moschion's piety has not gone unnoticed. These lines themselves refer back to, and confirm, the closing line of the Stele's introduction, in which the god is said to have gazed with pleasure on the dedication (B 18: ἡδέως δέδορκεν; cf. rx 'know' (G 11); ir HAt 'reflect, consider' (G 7); πυνθάνοµαι 'learn' (I 9); mAwy 'thought' (J 3). 5 ἀµαθία 'stupidity' (B 13); λανθάνω 'escape notice' (F 8); συγχέω 'pour together, mingle, confound' (F 8); ἀγνόηµα 'ignorance, oversight' (F 9); ἁµαρτάνων 'going wrong, erring' (F 9); Sft 'err' (G 9).
elements (B 7: παχεῖ λόγωι 'weighty word'; B 10: ἔπος). Moschion, with his skill in composition, has persuaded the text itself to keep its silence (B 12: ἡσυχάζειν): it desires to speak only to a man of understanding (B 16: συνιέντι θέλω λέγειν τι), to whom it will eventually speak clearly (F 14: σαφῶς ἐρεῖς), and the one who does not understand can only mutely strike it in vain (B 16-17) . The Demotic places slightly more emphasis-whether through design or convenience-on speaking than does the Greek. The message in the Demotic word-square begins with address 'Listen to me, the one who says' (E: sDm n=y pA nti Dd), followed by Moschion's direct speech about his cure. Demotic text G refers back to this, saying that its 'voice' will be proven correct (mty xrw=y) when the successful decipherer of the word-square says aloud (Dd), in triumph, 'A miracle of Osiris!', the words contained in the message (G 14).
As I have already noted, the way in which the stele speaks clearly to the man of understanding is contrasted with the blunt desperation of the man who does not understand, striking it in vain. As well as the metaphorical aspect to such terms, the material, physical, tactile aspect of the inscription and successful and unsuccessful ways of engaging with it is emphasised throughout. The reader is imagined as tracing the lines of text with their fingers. 6 The incised lines of the letters and grid (which may also have been painted) would, of course, have communicated the rhythm and regularity of the word-square as effectively to one tracing their fingertips across it as to one looking at it. The reader grasps the beginning of the message (F 1-2: ἀρχὴν/λαβών; G 1: TAy.v=f (n) HA.t n tA mi.t) and the passage through the text is described three times using the term χειραγωγία or χειραγωγός, literally 'leading by the hand' (F 1; B 11; I 8). The reader/feeler snips off each 'easy to grasp' letter (I 7:
ἀποκνίσας εὐξύνετον γράµµ' ἀφ' ἑκάστου). The Demotic guide to the word square refers to 'knowledge established in the hand' (G 13: pA swn nti i (n)-Dr.v=f). All these references, I
would suggest, indicate that the reading and understanding of the inscription as imagined in tactile as well as visual and oral/aural terms, and that the man who does not understand may equally be imagined hitting the stele with his hands in frustration at its silence.
THE FORMAT OF THE TEXT: READING, VIEWING AND UNDERSTANDING
The primary intended audience of the Stele of Moschion is composed of literates, whom the composer considers of an appropriate level of learning and sophistication to recognise and appreciate the wordplay. I do not contest this. But there is also an important visual aspect to the inscription which may have led to it being appreciated, to a much more limited extent, by those who could not fully read the inscription or have it read to them, and which certainly formed an important part of the impression these inscriptions gave to literates.
Moschion's bilingual stele, with its layout and wordplay, certainly presents an impressive aspect to both reader and viewer. The neat concentric diamonds of the word squares are attention-grabbing. The difference in scripts, and also their asymmetrical balance, too, is striking. The Demotic script does not lend itself particularly readily to being broken down into equally-sized chunks of sound or meaning and set within an even grid in this way. This may suggest that the composer was thinking alphabetically-starting from the notion of a Greek word-square and applying this model to the Demotic-but there are Egyptian, hieroglyphic precedents. These include the 'Crossword Stele' of Paser (c. 1150 Although it gives an appearance of order and regularity, and is aided by what Butz refers to as the 'modular capacity of the Greek writing system', a grid format, ironically, actually impedes readability: 'Faced with a gridded field of letterforms, sometimes with, sometimes without punctuation, stoikhedon above all other forms of Greek inscription must usually be sounded out to become comprehensible, thus retaining orality as a strong component'. 9 As well as presenting potential challenges to a literate reader/viewer-forced to spell out the words in their head or aloud, in the manner of modern phonics techniques used in teaching students to read-which can be overcome by speaking the words aloud, the text also directly states that it is to be spoken, and presents its various portions as the 'speech' or dialogue of Moschion, Osiris and the stele itself.
It might therefore be the case that an inscription such as this could actually be more impressive to a viewer and a listener than to a reader, despite its double entendres and injokes. The literary quality of the texts themselves has certainly been contested. 10 An acrostich-especially one which is repeated in a separate column-is an excellent way of capturing a reader's interest and forcing the composer's cleverness on their attention. It might also-intentionally or unintentionally-be distracting in some way, directing the reader's first impressions towards the clever word-play rather than the perhaps not-verygood poem. A listener, however, may have sensed that it was being pitched 'over his head' without having the ability to evaluate its literary shortcomings (if any φαντασίης ὄναρ) he has had-this verse is therefore full of visual imagery quite apart from any reference to the visual aspect of the inscription itself. Maximus also goes to some effort to set a poetic scene of this temple on the Nile at boundary between the Roman empire and its Nubian hinterland, and presents himself, in the opening line, as gazing upon the setting at Kalabsha: µακάριον ὅτ' ἔβην ἠρεµίης τόπον ἐσαθρῆσαι, 'When I had come to gaze on this blessed place of peace'. Like Moschion, he uses a gardening analogy for the composition of his poem (l. 5. πόνον γεωργεῖν).
Orality is more obviously at play, and the poet's song is accompanied by rhythmic movement. Maximus presents his verse as a 'song and dance number' which he has composed and performed, before setting it down in written form (l. 18: γραπτὸν ἀπὸ σοφῆς ἔπνευσα ψυχῆς µου νόηµα, 'I set down in written form the idea which my wise soul had inspired in me'), upon another's urging (l. 22: µ' ἔκλῃζεν τὸ σοφὸν πόηµα λέξαι, 'he urged me to speak my clever poem'). He has 'composed a complex song' (l. 6: ποικίλον ἥρµοζον ἀοιδήν), a 'festive dance' which he 'shakes out' (l. 9: ἄνθεµον ἀπετίναξα κῶµον). The performance is vividly described: ῥάβδῳ δέ τις οἷα κατὰ µέλος δέµας δονηθ̣ είς,/ἀρµογὴν µέλει συνεργὸν ἐπεκάλουν χαράττειν̣ , 'Just as one moving his body in time to music beaten by a staff/I summoned rhythm as a partner for the inscription of my song ' (ll. 19-20) . The
Muses-also name-dropped by Moschion, [15] [16] , and the appearance of these specifically Greek patrons of the arts is no coincidence. Maximus is encouraged by the local god of the temple, Mandoulis, to 'sing in sweet Greek verse' (l. 25:
γλυκερὴν ἔσπευσεν ἐφ' Ἑλλάδα µοῦσαν ἀεῖσαι), which is to 'charm away the barbaric speech [NB not song or verse] of the Aithiopian' (l. 24: θέλγων βαρβαρικὴν λέξιν ἀπ' Αἰθιόπων). The poem is full of further references to speaking words aloud, whether oracles (l. 28: µαντικὰ πυθιόων), or simply addressing and naming (l. 31: καλέουσί σε)
The performance at an end, Maximus concludes with its enshrinement in stone, on the god's command: τάδε σοι στείχοντα χαράσσειν µ' αὐτὸς ἔλεξας/καὶ σοφὰ γράµµατα πᾶσιν ἀθωπεύτως ἐσορᾶσθαι 'you yourself told me to inscribe these clever words/in order that they be viewed by all without flattery' (ll. 33-34). The imagined audience switches from seeing and hearing the dancing and singing, to viewing and reading the inscription which describes and transcribes it. The spoken word is made manifest in the written. The reader's final instruction is to give their attention to the twenty-two first letters which make up the acrostich ([εἴκοσι] καὶ δυσ̣ ὶ̣ τοῖς πρώτοις γράµµασι πειθόµενος). There is supplementary narration from the point of view of the inscription itself. A divine as well as a human audience is envisaged, and the making of the inscription is also an act of piety. The text is also divinely inspired, and there may be references to the Muses. There is considerable emphasis on the labour and skill of composition. There is constant reference to the skill required to recognise hidden patterns. Something which the texts of the inscriptions also share is a sense of place: the location and placement of the stone are described, with regard to landmarks such as monuments, buildings and roads.
The audience the makers of the inscriptions anticipate-and whom they expect to give ἀνάθηµα γὰρ εὐχῆς θεὸς ἡδέως δέδορκεν.
Why, rousing me as I sleep with thoughts that take away sleep, do you trouble me, seeking to interrogate me as presenting a well-ordered appearance of lines which is complex and not straightforward.
For valuing piety and right behaviour, and setting me up as a thanks-offering to the god for what he suffered before.
Moschion has provided a test of good thinking; not putting something together with weight words, but training himself and labouring over me he persuaded me to guard my silence;
and not only to those who wish to learn in an acrostic did he reveal me, but cunningly suggesting some new word, different in where it led, knowing that those whose intention is bent must needs anxiously reap the rewards of their stupidity and come late to understanding, whereas those judged to possess wisdom will receive an irresistible summons to leave me in peace saved from the rough waves.
I wish to say something to the man of understanding, but to him who understands nothing:
do not strike me in vain, but cede a place to others.
For gladly has god gazed on the object set up in fulfilment of a vow.
C Osiris addresses Moschion:
δέρκοµαι εὐχωλῆς πινυτόφρονος ἄνθεµα τερπνόν, δέρκοµαι, εὐσεβίη τ' οὔ µε παρετρόχασεν, ἀνθ' ὧν τιµήεντα λαχὼν εὔελπιν ἔπαινον ἐκ φρενὸς ἡµετέρης γηθόσυνος κόµισαι.
I look upon the delightful dedication of an ingenious offering, I look upon it, and its piety has not passed me by.
In return take pleasure in receiving praise that you hoped for from my heart as is your due.
D The Greek word square:
Ὀσίριδι Μοσχίων ὑγιασθεὶς τὸν πόδα ἰατρείαις.
To Osiris Moschion, who had his foot healed by medical treatment.
E The Demotic word square:
Ms (?) sDm n-y pA nti Dd nt-iw wAH.f di.t lk Sn r.wn.nA.w Xn rd(=y) tA pXri r.di.f n=y (n) xpry
Mos (?): Listen to me, the one who says: "Since he has caused to cease the pain which was in my foot by the medicine which he has given me as a miracle." Taking your start to guide you in the middle of the middle of the chequer-board, track it down looking ahead, so that there may be seen at once by you the result of my labours and thought for the chequer-board.
And just like someone well-versed in the laborious task of gardening, drawing some impulse from a sweet-flowing spring, pour this water along the many varied rows of fruit, moving with speed row by row.
Therefore, dividing into four numbers the whole form of the puzzle, take care not to make a mistake anywhere and in confusion share your ignorance mistakenly with him who is no fool at all.
For discovering the order that runs throughout in many forms towards the term of its source, in regular fashion to its harmonious completion, while you <let> your hand determine four numbers in your doing. It is good to reflect within the entire board, without your having created disorder so that it is stopped in your hand, (and) that you name the hindrance of this disorder, in order that you applaud(?) the one who has not stumbled.
You will find them spread, collected, square, however closed(?) in reading, and you will know about the beginning of the way: they have agreed with the corners and the confines(?), and the size of the gift the Master of healing has given will be revealed to you on the board, with the knowledge which is established in his hand concerning the glorifications, which the one who has written the compositions has made:
it will of necessity be in your hand, (that) my declaration is correct, when you say, "A miracle of Osiris!"
H In praise of Osiris:
r.di [... mw(?) aS n=f [... sp (?) . Vertically down, at left, repeating the acrostich:
Μοσχίονος.
Do not wonder at me if, with my many squares, unclear is the appearance I bring to your eyes; for it is not possible for someone setting up lines that are easily recognised not to hide the place, so that he may also provide a possibility of error for him who wants it.
But so that you may not pursue a long and difficult path to that place, as though you were keeping in mind lines equal in number to the Muses, nibbling off a letter easy to recognise form each, set out towards the start which he put in place to guide you;
for the solution will appear, if you would learn and keep your mind straight.
J In praise of Osiris:
M -Dr.v Dd.k, PAy(.y) ntr, Dd.f, PAy(.y) I look upon the delightful dedication of an ingenious offering, I look upon it, and its piety has not passed me by.
In return take pleasure in receiving praise that you hoped for from my heart as is your due. καὶ τάδε σοι στείχοντα χαράσσειν µ᾽ αὐτὸς ἔλεξας καὶ σοφὰ γράµµατα πᾶσιν ἀθωπεύτως ἐσορᾶσθαι.
[εἴκοσι] καὶ δυσ̣ ὶ̣ τοῖς πρώτοις γράµµασι πειθόµενος.
When I had come to gaze on this blessed place of peace, and to let wander free in the air the For I have come before your gates. Give me, Lord, great successes in the army.
For if you give me them, I will give you libations, 5
Such as those due to a great god and to Isis the queen.
I will always make libations to both for these successes.
To find out the name of the one who wrote this, Count two times two hundred and twenty-one.
Act of dedication for the one who wrote it 10
And for the one who recognises it today
For the god Mandoulis. 
